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Abstract 
The Stoics are the first thinkers in western philosophy to offer an elaborate account of the psychological or subjective experience 
of time. This paper aims to present their ideas on time perception and to show how they understood the manifestation of time in 
the activities of individuals to have practical significance for a happy life.  
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1. Introducing the Stoic theory of time perception 
There is a long tradition, which leads up to the Stoic conclusions regarding time. Following on from Aristotle, 
the Stoics were concerned with the metaphysical reality of time and the question of where time derives its flow. 
Critiques of Aristotle’s theory of time started early on from within the peripatetic school itself (Strato of 
Lampsacus); the main issue the Stoics took with Aristotle’s theory was that it failed to account for the varying 
experience of time. On a theoretical level they departed from Aristotelian theory by stating that time, conceived on 
its own, is an incorporeal reality with no causal effect on the world of bodies. Despite this apparent negative 
ontology regarding time, they placed special significance on the experience of time as it is understood to manifest in 
the activities of bodies. So it is that we encounter two distinct characteristics of time in the Stoic definitions. First, 
the theoretical or physical account of time as the “dimension of motion”, second the psychological “measure of 
speed and slowness” or the rhythm of time. 
The interplay between these two ways of understanding time has interesting consequences for the practical 
implications of time perception in the Stoic philosophical system. Stoicism is widely considered to be the precursor 
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of modern cognitive behavioural therapy; indeed the Stoic concern for understanding and explaining the inner 
processes of an individual’s interaction with one’s environment offers some interesting insights on the relation 
between time perception and a happy life. 
The Stoic cosmos is a plenum of bodies all of which are seen to have an effect and be affected in their 
interactions with other bodies. In order for these interactions to take place the Stoics posit an imperceptible internal 
motion described as a two-fold breath (pneuma), which produces quantities and qualities (outward movement) and 
unity and substance (inward movement) in bodies (Nemesius 70, 6-71,4). There are three hierarchical categories to 
this motion in the Stoic system. Things like stones and logs, which, in virtue of their inability to move themselves, 
are considered to be lifeless are described as having tenor [hexis]. Plants and things like nails and hair are said to 
have physique [phusis], which is viewed as tenor in actual motion. Soul [psuche] is physique, which has also 
acquired impression and impulse.  
 Essential to this theory, with regard to time perception, is the notion that in rational animals there is a centre of 
perception and consciousness which to all intents and purposes is understood as the source of motion in the soul and 
as such is referred to as the “ruling part of the soul” [hegemonikon]. The hegemonikon is given a definite location in 
the body being found in the chest or the heart and is in control of the five sensory organs, the generative part of the 
body and the faculty of speech. This seat of consciousness is essential for any interaction with the phenomenological 
world. 
In accordance with Stoic ontology the only time that can broadly be said to exist is present time. It is interesting 
to note that the present only exists because it is attached to the activities of individual bodies. As such we encounter 
the first instance in the history of western thought where the present is reletivised (Schofield, 1988). In order for the 
present to be a proper object of experience the Stoics argue, pace Aristotle, that it must have a positive size. That is 
to say that the present is not a sizeless instant but is a duration, the length of which depends on the activity of the 
body to which it is attached. Since plants and animals are incapable of experiencing sequential thoughts (Seneca 
Letter on Ethics 124. 16-17; also Sextus Empiricus, Against the professors 8.275-6 & Cicero, De offices (On Duties) 
1.11), according to the Stoics, perception of the present is the sole prerogative of rational beings. 
2. Paper overview 
In this paper, I present sources from Stoicism, which elucidate the Stoics’ innovative views on time awareness, 
rhythm, and duration. In describing the processes by which the hegemonikon unifies the activities of the soul and 
maintains and regulates its contact with the external world, the Stoics developed an intricate understanding of what 
role time and time perception play in the activities and psychological state of an individual.  
In their examinations of time the Stoics were not only interested in having a clear understanding of the physical 
nature of time and its activities in the soul, but with the integral utility of such knowledge to the happy life. As such 
the Stoics speak of the rhythm of time in relation to its role in the good flow of life (euroia biou). The evidence 
brought together in this paper examines the Stoic views: on the role of time-perception with regard to the emotions; 
on the ways in which the passions retain or lose their “freshness” in their journey through time; regarding self-
development and moral progress, as understood in the moment and over extended periods of time; on the character 
of the different stages of life from youth to old age; on what factors influence speed and slowness in time 
perception. 
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